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  INTRODUCTION

  It’s a room with a view, all right. A spectacular view, and one of the great venues in all of college football. It’s also my very favorite place to watch, and cover, a football game.

  It’s especially so on a crisp autumn evening, when the ESPN cameras return to campus, and the Atlanta skyline’s aglow in the Thursday night sky above Bobby Dodd Stadium and beneath a harvest moon.

  And best of all, for a native New York City guy, you can take the subway to the game. You can do this, of course, for a Columbia game. Or Penn, even Temple, too. But then, you make the call: Columbia-Cornell, or Georgia Tech-Florida State? Or now, Tech-Miami?

  Then, on your way from the MARTA station to the stadium, you’ll stroll down North Avenue and stop by The Varsity for two chili dogs, onion rings and an F.O. (frosted orange shake), just as folks did during the glory days of Dodd. In Dodd they trusted, and feasted on french fries, Coca-Colas and Clemson.

  Walk another block, and there it is: Bobby Dodd Stadium at Historic Grant Field, capacity now 55,000 and long the home of Georgia Tech football.

  The oldest on-campus stadium in Division I-A, it’s also the repository of so much of the game’s great past.

  If Georgia plays between the hedges in Athens, Tech plays between the pages. The history pages. Here in the heart of one of our great American cities, smack dab downtown in the Centennial Olympic city, beats the heart of Georgia Tech football.
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  The original Heisman: John Heisman, won 102 games and a national championship while coaching at Georgia Tech from 1904-1919.

  It’s all here: a sense of college football’s storied past, its turn-of-the-21st-century present and now, in the super-sized Atlantic Coast Conference, its mega-conference future. With Louisville replacing Maryland, the ACC stays at fourteen teams. A fifteenth, non-football member Notre Dame, plays five ACC games.

  Georgia Tech is the home of the Heisman. The authentic Heisman: John Heisman, who coached at the Georgia Institute of Technology from 1904-1919 and won 102 games and a national championship, and for whom the most hallowed individual award in all of sports—the Heisman Trophy—is named.

  On a parcel of campus land known as “The Flats,” a 5,000-seat stadium built by Tech students opened in 1913 and was christened Grant Field. In 1916, Heisman—seeking revenge for a 22-0 baseball loss the previous year to tiny Cumberland College, which had used professional ringers from Nashville—oversaw Tech’s 220-0 annihilation of Cumberland, the most lopsided victory in college football history.

  That night, as he was wont to do, Heisman likely sent out for ice cream for Woo, the family poodle, to celebrate. The following year, his Yellow Jackets went 9-0 and won the first of Tech’s four national championships.

  The second title came 11 years later, midway through Bill Alexander’s distinguished quarter-century coaching tenure. In 1928, Georgia Tech’s Golden Tornado finished 10-0 and co-national champions. But not until Tech’s only trip to the Rose Bowl, and only because of Roy “Wrong Way” Riegels’s misguided sense of direction.

  [image: image]

  In one of the strangest plays in college football history, California’s Roy Riegels made a famous wrong-way run to set up Georgia Tech’s Rose Bowl-winning touchdown.

  Scooping up a Tech fumble, the California center raced downfield, ignored a teammate who shouted, “Stop, Roy! You’re running the wrong way!”, then replied, “Get away from me! This is my touchdown!” and finally was tackled at the one-yard line. Cal’s one-yard line. Tech scored on the next play and won 8-7.

  A tradition was born. No, not misdirection plays. Tech’s bowl success. The Jackets, long one of college football’s elite bowl teams, were 21-11 in bowl games after last season’s 52-10 Humanitarian Bowl humbling of Tulsa. It was the seventh straight season in which Tech appeared in a bowl, and, at the time, gave the Jackets the best bowl winning percentage (.656) of any school. But then, Bobby Dodd was the undisputed bowlmeister on The Flats.

  From 1951-56, back when new bowls didn’t suddenly sprout like mushrooms or dandelions, Dodd directed Tech to six consecutive bowl victories. Thrice in the Sugar Bowl, once each in the Orange, Cotton and Gator. Dodd’s 1952 team, his greatest, finished 12-0 after dominating Johnny Vaught’s Ole Miss Rebels 24-7 in the Sugar Bowl to give Tech a share of its third national championship.

  For 63 years, Georgia Tech was blessed with a pigskin Holy Trinity virtually unmatched in college football annals: Heisman, Alexander and Dodd, the only three coaches in those six-plus decades. If Dodd (165-64-8, including 9-4 in bowls) was the winningest coach on The Flats, followed by Alexander (134-95-15) and Heisman (102-29-7), it wasn’t just how often Dodd won, but how. “The gentleman coach of college football,” they called him. Furman Bisher, the late esteemed columnist for the Atlanta Journal-Constitution, recalls how often he heard coaches say, “Bobby Dodd was the best sideline coach I ever saw.”

  Dodd sat on the sideline in a folding chair at midfield, wearing a fedora and tie, often sunglasses later in his career, and he didn’t so much coach a game as orchestrate it. He was a maestro—Bear Bryant called him the best game-day coach he ever faced—and his audience was Atlanta society; dressed in style, ensconced in choice seats in the West Stands, they knew Grant Field was the place to be, and be seen, in Atlanta in the ’50s (when Dodd beat Georgia eight years running and reigned supreme) and early ’60s. Georgia Tech was the only game in town.

  An Atlanta kid named Kim King came of age then, became a Tech fan, then came to play for Bobby Dodd. He became Dodd’s last quarterback and, the coach would admit, his very favorite quarterback. King was stunned, and crushed, as were all Tech fans, when Dodd suddenly retired after an Orange Bowl loss to Florida ended the 1966 season.

  After employing just three coaching legends in 63 years, Tech is now on its ninth coach (Paul Johnson) since Dodd’s departure. King knew them all: as Bud Carson’s first quarterback in King’s last season at Tech; as an ardently involved alumnus and board member of the Georgia Tech Athletic Association; and as the radio color commentator for this, his 31st season of calling Tech football.

  King endured the ’70s, when three coaches tried to duplicate the glory days of Dodd. He suffered through Bill Curry’s dismal early years before Curry revived Tech’s fortunes—only to leave for Alabama. King knew Bobby Ross’ deep frustration in his first two falls on The Flats; he rejoiced with Ross and his top aides, George O’Leary and Ralph Friedgen, when Georgia Tech astonished all and won the 1990 UPI national championship.

  There was the disastrous Bill Lewis era. O’Leary’s return and the resurrection of Tech as a national power. The home of the Heisman has never produced a Heisman Trophy winner. Two Tech quarterbacks finished second in the voting: Billy Lothridge in 1963, when Kim King was a Tech freshman; and the great Joe Hamilton, who did everything but beat FSU and win the Heisman.

  After working so many years with the legendary Al Ciraldo, King was in the Tech broadcast booth with Wes Durham that November afternoon in 1999 when Georgia eschewed a sure field goal and Jasper Sanks fumbled—or did he?—at the goal line and Chris Young recovered to force overtime. King cringed when Luke Manget’s field goal attempt was blocked, rejoiced when holder George Godsey—realizing it was a third-down kick—recovered the ball, then roared when Manget made good on his second chance.

  Tech, 51-48. Delirium. Friedgen fell to his knees on the Tech sideline as Manget’s kick flew true. The offensive coordinator had to be helped to his feet. Thousands of Georgia Tech fans stormed the field. In his last home game, Hamilton bid Bobby Dodd Stadium adieu in grand style: victorious, and hoisted aloft by Tech students, then borne around the field.

  Thirty-three years earlier, King got the royal treatment, too. After unbeaten and ninth-ranked Georgia Tech beat No. 8 Tennessee 6-3, King was borne on the shoulders of several Tech nerds—bespectacled freshmen who wore “Rat Caps” (the beanies mandatory for all freshmen) and carried King from Grant Field.

  Now it’s Bobby Dodd Stadium at Grant Field. For 50 years, Kim King had a view unlike any other. In my view, his view was unmatched. You’ll see.


  One

  ONLY THE BEGINNING

  On the morning of January 3, 2004, I woke up in Boise, Idaho for, of all things, a bowl game. In a few hours, Georgia Tech was going to play Tulsa in the Humanitarian Bowl. It was still dark, freezing cold, and it had snowed again overnight. It reminded me of 1978, when Tech played at Air Force and Eddie Lee Ivery set what was then the NCAA single-game rushing record.

  There were a lot of similarities that day in Boise: It was overcast with gray skies. It was snowing, and the wind was blowing. The conditions were just miserable.

  Yet on that day, under those terrible conditions, both there and back in Colorado Springs, I saw two of the most remarkable rushing performances ever seen in college football history: Eddie Lee’s record-breaking, 356-yard performance, and P.J. Daniels’s great day against Tulsa.

  I did the game on radio with Wes Durham in Boise, and had a flashback to that day at Air Force with Al Ciraldo.

  BACK IN COLORADO

  It was so cold that November day in Colorado Springs. The Tech fullback, Ray Friday, had backed into a commercial space heater on the sidelines that shot out a huge butane flame. He was so cold and numb later in the game, he tried to get warm by backing up toward the heater.
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  Eddie Lee Ivery (40) ignored the snow and the Air Force defense to rush for an NCAA single-game-record 356 yards in 1978.

  All of a sudden, Ray was knocked down by a trainer or a manager. His pants were on fire. But he was just thinking about fighting the guy until someone explained he was just trying to help him.

  For the rest of the game Ray had a big, black singed spot on the seat of his pants. Every time he got down in that fullback stance in the wishbone, squatting, it looked like he was mooning the crowd.

  Even Ciraldo had to laugh. A manager was just trying to save Ray’s, well, butt. And there was Ray, saluting the crowd, every play he was on offense. His blocking helped Eddie Lee rush for 356 yards and set the NCAA record.

  REMINISCING

  I’ve seen some really good places thanks to Georgia Tech football, and some really bad places. With all due respect to Boise and the Humanitarian Bowl, there was not much to see or do out there—except find a place to stay warm.

  But I got to see the second best individual rushing performance in Georgia Tech history, and certainly one of the best in the 50 years I’ve been watching Tech football. P.J. Daniels rushed for 307 yards, the most in any bowl game, and he barely played in the fourth quarter.

  He had 254 yards in the first three quarters, then got 38 more on his first carry of the fourth. P.J. could’ve broken Eddie Lee’s Tech record. Eddie Lee was actually there on the sideline as Tech’s assistant strength coach. After two more carries in the fourth quarter and another touchdown, Chan Gailey sat P.J. down with about 11 minutes left.
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  Shades of Eddie Lee: In the snow, and in just over three quarters, P.J. Daniels ran for an NCAA bowl-record 307 yards against Tulsa in the Humanitarian Bowl.

  There was no need to play him any more; Tech won 52-10. It was an incredible experience. All of which came crashing down when I walked out of the press box, slipped on the ice in the aisle, hit three steps and BAM! I landed right on my back; knocked the wind out of me. I thought, “Oh, no, I’ve broken my back again.”

  UP IN THE AIR

  At least the flight home from Boise was much better than that trip home from the Air Force game. It had been snowing during that game. The wind was blowing 20 miles an hour. It was just miserable. Afterward, we got to the airport in Colorado Springs; we had a charter flight on an old DC-8.

  I was sitting next to Jesse Outlar, the sports editor of the Atlanta Constitution. Jesse was a little nervous. It was snowing; the pilots were thinking they could get us out, but they had to de-ice the plane. We were out on the runway, and I looked over at Jesse. He had these little miniature bottles of vodka. He was popping them open. Not being much of a drinker myself, under the circumstances I thought I might have one. I said, “Hey, Jesse, you got one for me?”

  I could hear people praying, “Oh heavenly Father. . . .” Others were saying, “Oh, we’re never going to take off.” I’d never thought of Jesse as a strong man, but as the plane started to move, he grabbed my hand and almost crushed my wrist.
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  Pepper Rodgers, on a calmer flight home, brought the 1953 Sugar Bowl trophy back to Atlanta.

  We started down the runway but then . . . Rummmmmppp! We stopped. The pilot said, “Ladies and gentlemen, we couldn’t get up to the speed we need. But we’re going to try again.” People were shouting, “No, no, no!” So we went back into the terminal.

  PARTYING WITH PEPPER

  Pepper Rodgers was the Tech coach, and he came up to me and said, “Kim, how much money have you got on you?” Growing up, I never had that much money. One of the things, even to this day, that is consistent with me is that I keep a good bit of money on me. I pulled out my money clip and Pepper grabbed it from me.

  I said, “What are you doing?” He said, “What am I gonna do with all these kids? I’m gonna find all the beer I can find and we’re gonna have a helluva beer party.” Pepper found a guy who got us four kegs and set it up in a bar, and we had a beer party.

  You could never do that now, of course. Nobody got out of hand. Nobody got rowdy. It was just Pepper’s way of rewarding the kids while we were waiting to get out of Colorado Springs.

  KID STUFF

  As a young boy growing up in Atlanta in the ’50s, there were no professional sports, at least not major-league sports. We had the Atlanta Crackers, a minor-league baseball team that played in old Ponce de Leon Park. They were somewhat of an institution in Atlanta.

  Sometimes I’d get to go to games with my dad and grandfather; we’d sit out in the bleachers. Every once in a while, they’d have races, too. Footraces.

  That was the first time I ever noticed Georgia Tech.

  At that time in Atlanta, you had no choice but to be a Tech fan. At Thanksgiving, Dad and Granddad would take me and my brother, Buddy, to the Scottish Rite game. It was a Tech-Georgia freshman football game that was always played on Thanksgiving morning. The game was a benefit for the Scottish Rite Children’s Hospital. It was always cold on that morning, but they had the Shriners Band, and hot chocolate and cookies. We’d sit in the south end zone at Grant Field, in the old horseshoe. It was always a highlight of my year.

  A BIG LITTLE FAN

  I kept scrapbooks while I was growing up. In them were these wonderful pictures from the Atlanta papers, sequential photos of plays from the games: a kick return for a touchdown, or a long pass, with a drawn dotted line to help you follow the ball.

  At age 12, my heroes were Wade Mitchell, the Tech quarterback, number 11, and George Volkert, number 24, the right halfback. In grade school, I wore Wade Mitchell’s number and pretended I was him. I was Wade Mitchell, number 11.

  One Christmas, I wanted to get a complete Georgia Tech uniform: a helmet, jersey, pants and a football. I was so disappointed when I got a note from Santa Claus: “They don’t make uniforms that small.”

  Back then, Tech was the biggest thing in town, and going to a Georgia Tech game was a social event. People came to Grant Field all dressed up, women in dresses and hats, men in suits, ties and fedoras. They came in fancy cars. It was easy to be a fan then. Georgia Tech, and Bobby Dodd, were at their peak.

  THE OLD NEIGHBORHOOD

  We lived in the West End, out by John A. White Golf Course: 1694 Westhaven Drive. Our backyard ran right into the third hole. I still remember our phone number: PLAZA 5-3853. Those were some of the best days.

  Here’s how safe Atlanta was: A friend and I would get 50 cents each from our parents and take the trolley from the top of the street. We’d get off downtown at the Paramount Theater and Loews Grand. The Georgia-Pacific Building is now where the theaters were, on Peachtree Street.
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